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But to all who received him, he gave power to become children of God.” 
- John 1: 12
 
From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. – John 1:16
 
Happy New Year! Happy 12th day of Christmas! Happy Eve of Epiphany!
This is a transition Sunday for all of us, a time to start turning our faces from the manger at Bethlehem to living our faith on the Mondays and Tuesdays of this new year.
 
Where do we begin? How do we begin? We might start this new year with dread and anxiety. We could start the year with determination and will power. But our John 1 text gives us a different starting place. The text says that we need to begin this new year, this new chapter, with receiving.
 
One of the paradoxes of the spiritual life is that receiving takes priority over giving. Yes, the Bible says that it may be more blessed to give than to receive; but a Revised Truthful Version should also say that it’s more blessed to receive than to give.
 
Think about it. We know that receiving is essential for deepening the spiritual life. Of course, we know that we’re called to be givers; but we also know that we can’t give what we haven’t received. We can’t give grace if we haven’t learned to receive grace. We can’t give love if we haven’t learned to receive love. We can’t pour something out of the pitcher if the pitcher is empty.
 
We in the church have often had problems with receiving. We somehow have gotten the cockeyed notion that receiving is selfish. We are so clear that our job is giving that we keep on giving and giving until we run out of giving energy. We get tired, depleted, drained. Soon we are running on “empty.” 
 
And we come dragging in the church door. Welcome----“all you who are weary and heavy laden,” said Jesus. “and I will give you rest!” This church is a place to receive; this is a receiving station, a feeding station. I sometimes watch the birds gather on the feeder outside our window at home, and I think that they look a lot like us, scrambling and pecking here and there to find the sustenance we need. Sometimes we get fretful over whether there’s enough for all of us. Like the birds, our feathers can get ruffled. And we too keep coming back to the Table to receive. This church is a place where we come to receive. 
 
But let’s face it. Some of us have problems with receiving. We may have too much clutter inside us. We may be too preoccupied, too full of our own concerns, anxieties, resentments and opinions. Our receivers may be clogged or full of static. We come to church to confess, to get unclogged. We come to release the clutter.
 
Likewise, some of us are much more comfortable giving than receiving. When we’re in the giving role, we seem to feel we have some control over things; but when we receive, we’re in a more passive role, a dependent role, like a baby bird in the nest, waiting to be fed by mother.
 
In order to grow, we all know it’s necessary to receive. The more we receive, the more we begin to understand the reality of grace. You’ve heard me tell the story of my old singing group stopping at a toll booth in Virginia. We decided to have some fun and pay for the three cars behind us. Then we pulled over to the curb to watch the reaction of the drivers behind us. They all argued with the clerk, saying “No, we don’t know those people. We can’t receive this gift.” 
It’s hard to receive.
 
That experience also reminded me of a day some years ago when we took our children to the cafeteria for the evening meal. We spoke to some friends, who were in the process of leaving as we arrived. We had a pleasant meal; and when we finished, we went to pay the bill. The cashier said, “Your bill has been paid.” The friends we saw earlier had secretly paid the bill and left. For me that gift was another opportunity to learn to receive from a gracious giver. 
That experience became symbolic of our need to receive.
 
Nelson Mandela is an inspiring leader for whom I have great admiration. After spending 27 years in prison, Mandela might have emerged a broken and bitter man; but instead he returned to society as a grateful and generous leader of his country, South Africa, as it ended the shameful practice of apartheid. How could he do it? How could he turn the harshness of prison life into grateful, visionary leadership?
 
I think I know the answer. He learned to receive. In the solitude of his cell, he must have learned to deepen his inner life, to discover the Source of his insight, compassion, and power.
 
In religious terms we would say that he opened himself to receive the grace of God. He allowed God to give him healing, hope and power. He began a new life with receiving.
 
This is how Mandela could write, “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate, our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure…You are a child of God. Your playing small doesn’t serve the world…We were born to make manifest the light of God that is within us…”
 
Our power comes from receiving. At the beginning of this new year let us pray that we will open ourselves to receive God’s nurture and courage and power. As we come to the communion table today, let us begin the year by receiving God’s goodness and grace, taking in God’s lavish gifts.
 
“To all who received him, he gave power to become the children of God.”
May it be true for us today. Amen.
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